Willy Widmer by Widmer, Willy
Edited Interview with Willy Widmer in Clontarf (14/12/2007) 
Mairtin Mac Con Iomaire (MM) Willy Widmer (WW) 
I. MM: Where and when were you born? 
2. WW: I was born in Switzerland on the 14 November 1930 and grew up on a farm half-way up 
the mountain and had four brothers and three sisters and in those days, the eldest son takes over 
the farm and the others are pushed out (laugh). So I did an apprenticeship as a confzsseur for two 
and half years and when I finished that. 
3. MM: Where did you do that? Did you do it in one of the cities? 
4 . WW: In Switzerland, in a town about ten or fifteen miles away from our home, and when I 
fmished that, I had always wanted to become a chef, so I did an apprenticeship as a chef in the 
French speaking part, and when I fmished that I always wanted to work in the big hotels. Money 
was no objective, I only wanted to have a certificate that I have worked in the big hotels, you 
know. So I went from Lausarme to St. Moritz, and Lucerne and everywhere in Switzerland. 
5. MM: How long was your apprenticeship? 
6. WW: The first one was three year, and the second one was two years. I started when I was 
sixteen in 1946 when the war was just over and I worked around in Switzerland and I met in the 
Grand Hotel National in Lucerne where they have a connection with the Ritz. Ritz, he was a Swiss 
boy you know (laugh), who became famous in the hotel business, you know, and the head chef of 
the Ritz Hotel in Paris, he was on holidays in Switzerland in the National, and I was talking with 
him and he said 'would you like to go to Paris?', and I said 'I would love to go to Paris' 
(laughing). So I went to Paris for a year and then back into Switzerland, then in 1954, I went to 
London, to the Kensington Palace Hotel, they had a Swiss chef there, during those times they 
mostly had a French or a Swiss head chef, there was no such thing as a English head chef in a 
London hotel (laugh) it doesn't matter if it was from the Dorchester to the Kensington Palace, they 
all had Swiss head chefs. Then I went back into Switzerland, and in 1958 I was employed by the 
Swiss government for the World Exhibition in Brussels in the Swiss Pavilion. 
7. MM: I'm just going to bring you back to Paris for a minute, how long did you stay in Paris, and 
did you see a different standard of food in Paris to what you had seen in Switzerland? 
8. WW: I stayed a year in Paris and no, it was the French haute cuisine, in any big hotel on the 
continent it was the French cuisine, so naturally maybe they had different kind of product which 
you wouldn't have in another country but the standards and the cooking methods were the same. 
9. MM: It was still silver service, the influence of Fernand Point hadn't come yet? 
10. WW: Oh yes, there was no such thing as a meal served on a plate and brought to the customer 
(laugh), it was all silver service, or at lunchtime then, quite a lot at the voiture the carvery, and that 
kind of thing. So then I went to the world Exhibition in Brussels in 1958 and then ... 
11. MM: So tell us about the World Exhibition, how did that work, did each country have their 
own Pavilion? What was your role in that, was there a Swiss restaurant showcasing Swiss food? 
12. WW: Yes, that's right. The whole Pavilion was laid out, we had a little lake in between or a 
pool, and then we had two different kinds of restaurants, one and international kind of cuisine, and 
the other a typical Swiss cuisine where they would have served cheese fondue and the Exhibition 
was running from April to October, you know. That was a busy time, (laugh) unbelievable, but 
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very interesting. On our days off we would have gone off into another country's restaurant and we 
would introduce ourselves and the head chef would come out and would look after us (laugh). And 
then I was employed by Hilton Hotels to open up the Berlin Hilton Hotel, and I stayed there for 
two years and I met my wife in Berlin. 
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Figure WW.l: Willy Widmer, Catering Consultant Brochure 
13. MM: Where is your wife from? 
14. WW: From Berlin, so after Berlin, I did my masters degree in Switzerland and I was the 
youngest in Switzerland at that time, you know (laugh). 
15. MM: Just the education system in Switzerland at that time, when you did your first 
apprenticeship, you did a three year apprenticeship in patisserie or confectionary, and that was in a 
small town, was it? 
16. WW: Yes, in a town with at population of25,000. 
17. MM: And did you do college as well? 
18. WW: Oh, yeah, there was a contract, in Switzerland, I presume it is still the same, there was a 
contract made between the place you do your apprenticeship, your parents and the state. Those 
three parties make a contract and then you start, and every week you have to go to school one 
afternoon where you get theoretical teaching, I think it is the same here, and in between, every 
year, an expert who would come along to your place to see how you are doing, and if they feel that 
the place you were in was not doing enough for you, they would be reprimanded. And if you were 
to fail the final exam, they would go back again to see what went wrong. And if they feel that 
place is not good enough, they would not be allowed to have apprentices any more. It is the same 
here in Ireland, when you think that, you take a fellow who works in Jury's Hotel and does his 
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apprenticeship, and beside him you have another guy who works in McDonald's, after two and a 
half or three years they are both called chefs (laughter). 
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Figure WW.2: Willy Widmer, Catering Consultant Brochure Inside 
19. MM: But there was a difference then after the pattiserie apprenticeship, the second 
apprenticeship as a chef was two years, is that because you had done a previous one? 
20. WW: It was two and half years, I got a half year off because I had done the first one. That 
training I did in the French speaking part in (Inaudible) not too far from the lake of Geneva, up in 
the mountain, it was a holiday resort, you know. 
21. MM: And it was a five star hotel? Who was your chef? 
22. WW: Yes, five star, the chefwas Kunslig, he was Swiss but a lot ofFrench came over too, and 
during that time I had to go to school in Montreux, and when I fmished up I worked in the Beau 
Rivage Palace in Lausanne, that is some place, you know (laugh). We had customers like the Aga 
Khan, and they would come along with twenty or thirty Rolls Royce, you know (laugh), and take 
up a whole floor. That was only in summer time. Then in the winter time I was in St. Moritz in the 
Suvretta House, that is a five star hotel, and they had a French chef, you know, Gaylord, and he 
was in Yalta as head chef during the conference between Stalin, Roosevelt and Churchill, you 
know, during the war. (note: the Yalta Conference took place in the Black Sea resort on the 41h 
February 1945) 
23 . MM: He was following a tradition the Careme had followed before. 
24. WW: He was serious French chef, you know. From there I went to places all around, every 
year, maybe sometimes two seasons in one place, one in another place if you felt you didn't like it 
you went somewhere else, so I did that for about six or eight years. Obviously, you have to be 
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single to do that, you know (laughter). And in St. Moritz in the Suvretta House we would have had 
a holiday maker like Gregory Peck, the film star, King Farouk of Egypt, and he would be sitting 
there at a table with four or five women and his wife would be sitting at another table (laugh), and 
I was working up there during in lunchtime, always on the voiture, I was first commis rotiseur, so 
I was sent out with my roast trolley, carving the meat for King Farouk (laugh), and he never carne 
for lunch before 2.30pm and that was the time we should have been up on the ski slope (laugh), so 
we didn't like the guy, you know, but those type of hotels are interesting, you know, and the 
brigade we would have had at that time would have been twenty five or thirty chefs for a hotel 
with two hundred and fifty bedrooms. If you were to go back to that sort of hotel today they would 
have a dozen chefs, maximum (laugh). Everything was done by hand at that time, there was no 
such thing as pre-prepared, everything had to be done from scratch, but it was interesting. 
25 . MM: So when you went later on to do your masters, what did that involve? 
26. WW: Well, first of all, you need certain qualifications, and you have to submit that to the board 
and then they decide yes we let ·him do the masters degree or not. You could not just go there 
(laugh). Then you have to do a three week course previous to that and then they would call you 
back, and then for a week, you literally had exams for a whole week, technical, all sort of things, 
practical, history of cooking, lots of things, it was quite tough going. And I, for example, when it 
came to certain areas, where a guy who would have worked in Switzerland, it would have been 
easier on him, you know, but I was abroad a lot, but I managed, it was no problem. 
27. MM: And how was it easier on a guy who had worked in Switzerland, was it very focused on 
Swiss food? 
28. WW: No, I mean a lot of people say there is no such thing as Swiss food. We are bordered by 
Italy, France, Germany, so we have an influence of all those things and through our tourism we 
would have more an international type of cuisine. OK, there are certain Swiss dishes like cheese 
fondue and these kind of things but that is why going back to the last World War or the first one 
for that matter, Switzerland was never involved in any war, we were only surrounded by the war, 
so more or less Switzerland was intact following the war where other countries hadn't even 
enough food to feed their people. We were intact and after the war, a Swiss head chef: if he 
wanted to go anywhere in the world, there were places available, you know. You could go to the 
Far East or America if you wished. 
29. MM: There was so many Swiss chefs, tourism must have been the main industries in 
Switzerland having sun in summer and snow in winter and being so picturesque. The Swiss 
government must have been very focused on creating culinary staff? 
30. WW: Yes, it is a big industry, you know, you take for example the big hotel chains, Hilton 
Hotels or the Intercontinental Hotels, their managers would have been mostly Swiss trained 
individuals. Maybe they went to the hotel school in Lucerne which was the hotel school. And then 
naturally if they became hotel manager of a Hilton Hotel they would naturally want a Swiss head 
chef There was a time in Hilton Hotels when seventy percent of the head chefs were Swiss. You 
could go to Istanbul, Amsterdam or Berlin and it would all be Swiss. I went to Berlin Hilton Hotel 
and they offered me jobs in Cairo, they offered me jobs in Montreal, and I could have gone 
anywhere, and I probably would have gone had I not met my wife there (laugh). 
31. MM: You met your wife in Berlin, so how did you end up coming to Dublin? Was Dublin your 
next step after Berlin? 
32. WW: No, after Berlin I went to the south of Germany on the lake of Constance, I was 
employed as a head chef in a beautiful lakeside hotel, only in the summer. And then in winter I 
went back to Switzerland, in and out, you know. 
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33. MM: Now, did that work well for you from a tax purpose, since in some places if you work 
only six months one place you don't pay tax? There was a tradition of French chefs coming to 
Dublin for half the year and working in the Bahamas for the other half 
34. WW: Sometimes it worked, but not always. In Germany during that period, they would have 
told you that you earn so much into your hand and the hotel then would have to look after your 
taxes. They probably didn't care about your social welfare (laugh). But you got so much into your 
hand. In Switzerland, it was different, as soon as you got a place in Switzerland, you got to 
register yourself in the town hall. Even a Swiss moving from one canton into another, you had to 
tell them you were leaving, and in the new place, even if it is only ten miles away, you need to 
register again because they have local taxes and you have to pay the taxes. Then the time came 
and we had two children, and I said 'what am I going to do now when they want to go to school, I 
can't just keep moving around', you know, and I always wanted to go back to Hilton Hotels, they 
always were coming back to me and offering me jobs (laugh) but if you work in a Hilton Hotel, it 
doesn 't matter if it is in Egypt or in Berlin or in Canada, you have to speak English. OK, when I 
was in London I dido 't pick up all that much, but I felt that I should have better English for when 
it comes to meetings, you know all this sort of things in a hotel, if you don't speak English, you 
can't follow. So I saw in a Swiss chefs paper and add from Jury' s Hotel and they were looking for 
an executive chef, and I said to my wife 'maybe it is something we could try' , so I applied for the 
job, and because at that time the managing director, his name was Willy Opperman, and his 
brother was Johnny Opperman who had the restaurant in Malahide (Johnny's), and before that he 
was catering manger in Aer Lingus. 
35 . MM: That's right, I have interviewed Johnny. 
36. WW: He comes here quite often, we stayed friends but they were originally Swiss and came as 
head chef to the Gresham Hotel years ago. Maybe Willy thought that a Swiss head chef would be 
good for the image of the hotel (laugh), so I applied for it and he came out to Munich and met me 
for an interview. And I took the barman of the hotel out with me as an interpretor (laugh), and I 
wanted to know what type of hotel it was and what kind of salary and that, but he didn't make a 
decision there and then, he had another interview to do in Geneva, so he flew to Geneva. But a few 
weeks later they contacted me and offered us two air tickets to come over to Dublin to stay with 
them for a few days and have a look around, and I thought that was something (laugh). You would 
have paid easily four or five hundred pounds at the time for a return flight (laugh) . 
37. MM: That was before Ryanair (laugh). 
38. WW: (laugh) Serious money, you know, so we came over, they collected us at the airport, they 
put us up in the hotel, and they showed us around, and the manager of Jury's Hotel at that time 
was Bobby Kerr. This was October 1964, and we went around Dublin and the weather was not 
great, a bit drab, and I said to my wife, you know, 'I don't think that is the place for me' . You see 
Jury's Hotel at that time was just extended and they had changed from a small hotel to a big hotel 
and they had a big ballroom and they had no head chef really, they were messing around and there 
were managers in the kitchen constantly, black suits moving around in the kitchen, completely 
disorganised. I said 'I don't think that' s the place for me', and then Bobby Kerr invited us for 
dinner in the Copper Grill and we were sitting there and we were having some wine and he had a 
pint of milk (laugh), I couldn't believe it, you know he was a pioneer, I didn't know what a 
pioneer was but I thought 'jesus, I can't believe this' (laugh). And I think after two or three days 
they felt that I wasn't that interested so they organised a party in the Moira Hotel which was part 
of the Jury' s. They invited all the Swiss who they could gather for a party, about forty or fifty 
people at this party and drinks flying, you know. And I met the head chef from the Intercontinental 
Hotel, which is the Jury's Hotel now. 
39. MM: Was that Freddy Goldinger? 
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40. WW: Yes Freddy, and I was introduced to him and Freddy came from only four or five miles 
from my home in Switzerland (laugh). He came through the Intercontinental Hotel in Puerto Rico, 
(note: Freddy went to the Intercontinental in Jakarta after Dublin) he was some guy, you know, 
and he says 'ah jesus, it is great here', you know. Would you believe it, he had race horses here in 
Dublin, he went to every race and he asked me to come along with him. Now I didn't know much 
about race horses, but he was a mad guy, you know. 
41. MM: Who else did you meet at that party, do you remember, did you meet the Guigax's, what 
other Swiss did you meet? There had been a guy Hesse in the Red Bank but he may have been 
gone by that stage. 
42. WW: Guigax, yes, but there weren't that many around. So he said 'jesus, it is great here, come 
over', so that helped me make my decision to come over so I said to my wife to stay back home 
and I go over myself for six months or so to see how it works out, and that is what we did, so we 
moved our furniture and all that. 
43. MM: So when you came to Jury's first it was fairly disorganised and that, who did have 
working with you, you were executive chef, did you have a head chef or did you bring people in? 
44. WW: Well, Joe Collins, I made him assistant chef, and our chef de partie, one was Bill 
Kavanagh, and I had a fellow from Le Coq Hardi, John Howard, he was sauce chef, and there was 
some older guys there, but at that stage we had about twenty five or thirty chefs there because we 
did an awful lot of functions there. I started organising the whole thing, ok, my first couple of 
weeks I just looked around to see how it ran, and my English wasn't too good anyway. My first 
order for the chefs was put up on a blackboard to explain to them what I expect from everybody. 
Before that all the managers they used to just walk into the kitchen, into the larder, into the pastry 
shop looking around in black suits, so I said that will have to stop. So I told Willie Opperman, that 
from that day on, I don't want to see any manager coming into the kitchen unless they come to me 
first. They were a bit shocked, but the chefs they respected me for that, you know. I was here 
around two months or three and my son was born in Germany, would you believe it I left my 
pregnant wife back (laugh), so I went over for a few days, and during that time the unions were 
very strong, you know, and when I came back, I felt something wasn't right. I fmd out that they 
had meetings in the union and they wanted to squeeze me out. There was particularly one, I don't 
want to mention his name, but he was the representatives of the chefs in the union so we just 
carried on. Then 1965 came along, I had been there since November 1964, and in 1965 there was a 
catering exhibition in the Mansion House organised by the union. I decided that we are going into 
that exhibition months and months before and I picked out the chefs that I felt would be capable of 
doing something and one of them was a very young, he was only sixteen or seventeen at that 
stage, that was Eugene Me Govern, he was a young chef in the larder. We had about half a dozen 
of them or six or eight and I said 'now I want you to do that, and you to do that' and we started 
practicing, and it went on for weeks and weeks until I was satisfied that it was right, and we 
entered the exhibition and took about forty percent of a! the medals (laughter). That was the 
turning point, when suddenly Micky Mullen from the union, naturally he was in the newspapers 
all the time, and Micky Mullen came along, the hotel organised a reception and that was the first 
time I met Micky Mullen, and he was really proud, he thought this was great (laugh) and the chefs 
thought this was great, that was the turning point. After that there was absolutely no problem. The 
chefs, they would have done anything for me, they would have worked day and night, you know, 
they were so bloody proud (laugh). 
45. MM: Do you remember any of the other people doing the competition for you? 
46. WW: Freddy Goldinger did it but I beat him (laugh). 
47. MM: That must have been about the first year of the Intercontinental because I think Freddy 
stayed only around a year or so? 
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Figure WW.3: Function Menu from Jury's Dame Street c.1968 
48. WW: He was there a year or two, I think it opened in 1963 or thereabouts. 
49. MM: Was Bill Kavanagh with you after he had been in the Intercontinental? 
50. WW: Yes that is right, he had been with Freddy before me. He then went out to the Royal 
Marine and later was out in the airport hotel. And before that he was in Trinity College before 
Eugene because the frrst year I was in Drogheda (1971), I had some contacts with the people in 
Trinity catering and they were looking for a head chef and they carne to me in Jury' s Hotel to see 
ifl would help them interview for a head chef I had Bill Kavanagh in mind, that he would be the 
man, so I officially interviewed him and he got the job. I don't know what happened, he was a 
very good chef but the large organisation with thousands of students might not have suited him. 
51. MM: So after the Mansion House Exhibition in 1965, you had won the chef hearts, and you 
had also won the union around because Mullen thought you were great now. What did you think 
ofMicky Mullen? Did you have many dealings with him really? 
52. WW: I met him quite often after that, even when I was in Drogheda, he was a TD then, and I 
met him on a few occasions and I got on just great. I could have done anything in Jury's at the 
time and he would have agreed (laugh). 
53 . MM: How long did you stay in Jury' s? 
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54. WW: Four years, I left Jury's in 1969. I met a lot of people who came to dine at the Copper 
Grill, and I met the guy in the building industry, Dermot Moore, and he said to me 'Willy, if you 
ever want to buy a restaurant or a hotel, let me know, I will come in with your', and that is what 
happened 
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